Gwendolyn Wolf
Charles Grindle Interview Transcriptions
G: So we are in the Glickman Library in Portland Maine and it's November 13th, 2017 and my
name is Gwendolyn Wolf spelled G w e n d o l  y n w o l f.
J: And I'm Johnna Ossie J o h n n a o s s i e and if you can give us your full name and spell it...
C: Okay I'm Charles Grindle C h a r l e s g r i n d l e
G: So we just want to remind you if there's a question you don't want to answer, you definitely
don't have to answer it and you can stop the interview at any time.
J: Can you tell us how old you are or what decade you were born in?
C: Actually, today is my birthday, I'm 66.
J & G: Happy birthday!
C: Well thank you.
J:Oh my goodness.
C: The first check comes on the 3rd of December, I can't wait.
G: Okay awesome. Can you tell us a little bit about where you grew up?
C: I grew up in Ellsworth, which used to be just a wide spot in the road before you came onto
Mount Desert Island and now it's become  the shopping center of DownEast. There's very little to
draw me back there now... and I have two brothers there and a nephew and a niece and their
families. I'm only close to my brothers. I'm not that close to the elder relatives that I have. I have
nephews and nieces and other spots of the country that I have a little bit more connection with. I
don't like Ellsworth, I don't like what it has become. It looks cheap and not taken care of.
J:  What was it like growing up there?
C: It was very safe. I knew everybody on my road from the post office in the center of town to
my house which was 3 miles out of town. I knew everybody in school, the teachers knew me. I
knew them in school, and sometimes out of school, as I got older. It wasn't very bustling by any
means, couple of good small-town family restaurants, couple stores, the circus occasionally came
to town . The fairground got taken over by a shopping mall, and that sort of grew and then
another shopping mall and another shopping mall..
G:  Alright, do you have a childhood memory of Ellsworth that you really love?
C: That I love... Physically or emotionally? I mean, about the place itself or something that
happened there?
G:Something that happened there.
C: Something that happened there... I guess, being honest, I would say Boy Scouts.
G: And how long did you do that for?
C:  I finished my Life Scout I think, I think I got that far, I was either freshman or junior year or
sophomore in high school. In high school, things became more fun.
J: When did you leave Ellsworth?
C: 1970.

J: And you move to...
C: Portland, the big city. Yeah, so friends were trying to interest me in going to Juilliard (?), but
I knew myself well enough to know that if I got to New York, I would turn into a party boy and
end up in the gutter somewhere. Portland was far enough away from family. Yeah it was very
different in 1970
J:  I bet, yeah.
G: How far away is it, how many hours?
C: Ellsworth? Oh, depends on who's driving. I can get there in two forty.
G: That's closer than I thought
J: So you mentioned that you want to talk about friendship and chosen family. What are the most
significant friendships that you had, or have had, in your life?
C: Oh, a friend from school that I’m still in touch with- she and her partner are living in
Ellsworth, she came back, she was married twice and left California to come back to Ellsworth
on her own terms and we've since reconnected and had a lot of fun and remembering the old
days. She's really about the only one from high school that I've kept in touch with. I went to a
reunion maybe 20 years ago and haven’t been able to go since.Very sporadic. We didn’t have
strong leadership in my class. It’s funny she was, because she's Chinese, she would have been
abused and mistreated in school and I wasn't aware of that until I saw an article about her in the
paper- a series called Growing Up Different in Maine. It was an eye-opener. Like ooh! I was
never I was never physically abused, it was you know, name-calling and things like that. Not
terribly frequent, but the possibility was always there growing up. But other friends... I have
close friends who are sort of chosen family who I met when I was down in Kennebunk. I married
her and her husband, and then a year later almost a year later, I performed at his memorial. I was
the minister at his memorial services after he died. So we’re pretty close, we know each other
pretty well, yeah...
J: When you first move to Portland in the 70s, did you have some friends then that you still talk
to...or don't still talk to?
C: A friend... I've lost my oldest friend that I actually knew from high school from here in
Portland. After his his husband died, he just sort of disappeared. That was about 6 years ago, but
until then, we kept in touch good friends...
J: Do you feel like chosen family is especially important in the gay community?
C: Although he wasn't really part of the gay community in Portland, I’d have to say my boss in
Ogunquit had a great influence on me in my college formative years
J: How so?
C: I worked there, I worked for him for 15 years. It was a good experience and I saw how they
treated other people and and how he responded to the way people treated him and I thought
“that's what I'd like to be like when I grow up.”
J: Where was that that you were working?

C: I worked for him from 1978  to 1972.
J: Mhmm, and where was it?
C: It was at The Front Porch.
J: Okay, yeah.
C: And when he sold the place, I stayed for a year with the new owner just to help it be a smooth
transition. And then I decided it wasn't really fun anymore.
G: What was your role in the front porch?
C: I was the entertainer carrying on like cheap white trash in the corner. Yes, those were the days
when you could smoke and drink while you are working.
G: Right, the good old days.
J: So, in what ways do you feel like your friends or your chosen family have supported you over
the years?
C: Well, it was known that my theater group was my chosen family and they were supportive.
And after I was first diagnosed and after I rested for a while and I was walking back into the
fold, they offered me a job- to work on a show and just carried on without much discussion about
where I was or I was vague and I just went from there.
J: Was that in Portland?
C:Yes.
G: So music seems to  have been a really strong influence in your life. Can you walk us through
your career in music a little bit?
C: Haha, I started taking piano lessons when I was 11 but I was-I was very lazy about practicing
my teacher never made me learn Bach or do any exercise to strengthen my fingers. So I was just
playing Moonlight Sinadas and Clair de Lune, things that your mother wants to hear so she
knows that she's getting her money's worth for your piano lessons. When I was 16, I started
playing in churches. In Ellsworth we had a 3 church circuit and three churches together hired a
minister from the center in Bangor, a student minister. And I would sing- I would play at the first
church, I would sing in the choir at the second church when my grandmother played and then I
would play at the third church and then he and  I wake at home and my grandmother would make
us dinner every Sunday, we would eat about 1:30. Then I was in band in high school inl I was in
chorus, in all-state. I studied cello for a while, I got to USM, I was a major in music. I played
piano, cello pretty badly, baritone horn a bit better than the cello, but not too much and I got a
job as a church organist in Scarborough for a while. And then I got a job at a UU Church as the
organist and choir director and I thought “this is what religion is supposed to be like.” But that's
another lecture. And then I think it was my sophomore year of college somebody asked me if I
could play in the restaurant, the Old Crescent Beach Inn. Where it’s now called the  The Inn By
the Sea. It was just an old farmhouse that have been expanded when I was playing there. So that
was my first trip into popular music. It’s always been either church or classical. In 1974 I was
looking for a job and I started playing at a bar as a singer that's where I learned all about Piano
Bar and how to deal with drunks and how to be nice to people if they were being stupid .

J: Was that at The Front Porch?
C: No, this was at the Bridgeway in South Portland
J: Oh okay
C: She and I are still friends to this day and her daughters too, and her son are good friends. We
stayed close.
G: Can you tell us a little bit more about your experience at the Inn By the Sea?
C: oh the Crestwood Beach, my first gig
G: Yeah, your first gig.
C: Oh, it was on a terrible organ with (UNCLEAR)  paddles and to not full keyboards, it was
very limiting. I didn't really- I haven't developed any feel for popular music yet, I was just sitting
in the corner by myself playing during dinner. So I just.. I fudged it all, played things that I
thought I knew that I could remember and when I went to The Front Porch, everything was in
my head by bed, I have a good oral memory for music. I very seldom take any music with me
when I go to a gig cuz it's all in my head. So far yeah, when I was working every week, I could
play about four and a half hours without repeating anything. Now if I get through two, I think I'm
doing well. If I were doing it all the time I'm sure... They’re in there somewhere. That gave me a
chance to interact with people, playing at the Crescent Beach Inn. But The Front Porch gave me
a chance to interact with people, to hear them. I knew a lot of people by their song rather than by
their name. And my graduate study, my project was a one-man show and I talk about Piano Bar
being like a life-preserver for some people. And it felt like when they were, there they were safe,
they were listened to, I tried to interact with everybody at the piano.
G: When you first started playing at the front porch, was there anyone you met like through
music that became a really close friend?
C: We haven't been so close lately, but yes there's a woman and her husband who used to come
in all the time when I was there. And they were very- they’d come to the house for dinner and we
would go out after work if I had an early shift and we were  quite close. And we're not close, but
we're still friends. She said she's a gay man trapped in a woman's body, so it was very strange,
but she's a lovely person and very mormon and very good to the gay community. She's very
active and involved
G: So back to the very beginning. When you first started piano lessons as a child, was this your
decision or your parents decision?
C: I think I wanted to, but my mother encouraged it. She went back to work to pay for my
lessons so I could star.t I could play pretty well by ear, but she knew I could do more. She was
hoping I was going to be a music teacher, but nope.
J: That wasn't your path?
C: No no. Being in class- I've been in class or many times in many different situations and it's
just not for me.
G: Do you remember why you chose piano rather than any other instrument?

C: Because we had a piano at home and that's what I initially discovered music on. And I’d hear
something on the radio and then try to pick it up on the piano and make the same sounds and it
just sort of grew from there.
G: Awesome.
J: Okay, so right now you're a member of the First Parish Church in Kennebunk, is that true?
C: No
J: No? That's not true?
C: No, I've retired from there. I’m the choir director of the Sanford UU Church and the summer
organist at the St. James Chapel over on Prout's Neck  and right now I'm doing music direction
for Pirates of Penzance in South Portland High School.
J: Wow, so you have 3 different gigs going on right now.
C: I usually have something going on and I’m taking part of- starring, if that's the word- at a
Footlights Theater out in Falmouth in February, just after Pirates closes. So it's going to be a very
busy time from now till the middle of February.
J: Yeah I bet
G: That's good
J: So you mentioned earlier that you started playing organ in UU churches and you realized
that's what you thought religion was supposed to be. Were you involved in- you said you played
in churches before, but were you going to church or were you just playing?
C: Because of my grandmother, it was an expectation for me that I would be involved in church,
even if I wasn't playing it was the youth group helping for the Easter breakfast, getting things
ready.  So I was- it was expected and I didn't really mind because I had plenty of other time. It
didn't take up my whole life.
J: Right, so what felt like- what calls to you about The UU Church?
C: The sense of openness and the questioning is not strict dogma. It’s about free- I’ve gone a
little beyond that, I'm ordained now as a interfaith minister from one spirit interfaith in NYC.
And I find that because there's no hierarchical dogma with them either. You're graduated, you’re
ordained. Mostly we're doing community ministry and church prison jobs. Some people have
found situations in church, but not all are looking for a pastor full time. I do lots of weddings
which is great, it's fun. The UU church has brought a sense of freedom and support from the very
early days, you know from the 70,s they were already sort of doing ceremonies in Union and
commandments(?), which turns out, was great. And I always felt accepted at UU church. The
Methodist Church- I was accepted because I was Alice's grandson and I was there and I played
and i was a nice guy. I was thinking today that I would call my  my life if, I had to do- if
someone was going to do a biography on me, a purloined life, you know, like the purloined
letter, the Edgar Allan Poe story with a the letter was hidden in plain sight on the mantle and
everybody was looking for it and nobody found it because it was just there in plain sight.
G: Hiding in plain sight.

C: Yeah, hiding in plain sight and my life has been like that because I've always- probably
because of the places I've chosen to put my energy, the church, the theater, lounge work. I've
always put myself in what felt like safe situations. I haven't really been edgy
G: That's really interesting. Alright, you say you did a lot of weddings. What's the best part
about doing the weddings?
C: Oh, getting to talk with couples about what is important to them, not just in terms of music
and readings, but how they see themselves going forward... what are they going to build on, what
are their strengths, how did they meet, why they have been together as long as you have- if they
have been together for a long time. I just remarried a couple who have been married for 48 years
at the Inn By the Sea and when I got done, the the groom said “that was really good, you know,
her father married us 48 years ago and he was a Baptist minister you did a good job!” And I
thought, “okay. I'm a good southern Baptist in UU clothing.”
J: When did you first start doing weddings?
C: Well I've been playing them since high school, but started officiating- I was ordained in 08 so
I started after that.
J: Okay, that's great.
G: You mentioned that you want to talk about Blackstones, a gay bar in Portland. When did you
first start going there?
C: Oh Blackstones was relatively late in my life. Actually I worked there too, back when it first
opened. It was a restaurant and a bar. There was a grand piano that I played for brunch and
sometimes Friday nights they had linen, china, crystal and good food. My friends from church
would come up and visit after church and sit down and have a meal or drink, chit chat, but it was
a money matter. Portland, at that time, wasn't ready for something as classy as a gay restaurant.
Which is too bad. Because if they could have held on a little bit longer, another 10 years... The
first bar I went to in Portland was Rolland's, which is gone now. And no matter how out I
thought I was or how old I got, I still got butterflies crossing Cumberland Avenue to go through
the door.
J: Wow.
C:  But once I was there, I felt fine, I felt safe. This was in the early 70s. If somebody that they
didn't know looked official or came in in uniform, the bartender would flash the light under the
bar and a red light would come on in the back room. So i anybody was dancing, they pulled the
table up and sat down. Because you couldn't get a dance license, except for a special events like
Halloween.
G: So the red light turned on in the back, so the back was where the dance floor was
C: To tell us that that somebody was coming in and we shouldn't be dancing
G: Was there ever a time that you couldn't move the tables fast enough and the person caught
you?
C: No. No, we were very good about that.
G: So you said you helped open Blackstones or you were working?

C: I was there when it opened.
G: When was this?
C: 19 no, it was the late 80s. It was before I quit the Front Porch because the owner came in and
asked me about- what it would take for him to get my loyalty from John and I said well you can't
but if you need a piano player for the winter, I'm free after Labor Day. And he said “oh good.”
G: Is there a specific night or experience in black stones that stands out for you?
C: Just... walking and seeing somebody have sex in the bathroom was really.. over the top for
me. This would happen at the Front Porch too and I’d said John... and then he went and
straighten them out. We don't do that in my restaurant I only work in nice places.
G: So in what ways is Blackstones still important to you?
C: It's a place to go for a drink and it’s the only gay place with people my age. I guess it's the
only gay bar in town now.
G: Yeah, the last one was Styxx, right? I never got a chance to go, but did you ever go there?
C: When it was the Underground when it first opened, I played there for a while, but that's not a
piano bar kind of place. In the bigger city, it would be. There'd be a piano bar room and the pool
table and the game room and the dance floor.
J: So the bars that you went to were Blackstones, Underground and Rollands it's called? Those
three?
C:I'm sorry? And Rollins, oh yes.
J: Great, I was going to ask you about The Front Porch but you alreadyC: Oh and the Phoenix, that's right. I played at the Phoenix for a while.
J: What was the Phoenix like?
C: It used to be at church. It was on Oak Street, just a block off Congress. It’s a parking lot now,
but it was a restaurant. Downstairs we played in a restaurant and upstairs was the disco. It was
fun, it was a place where friends from church, my choir members, would come and eat
downstairs, and when I finished my shift , we would all go upstairs and dance.
G: So in your background info, you mention Russell Nype, I think I'm pronouncing that right,
and Marguerite Yourcenar. Can you tell us why these people were influential to you?
C: Marguerite was a high school, I don't know if I would say friend, but somebody- I met her
and  her partner and editor Grace Frick. Had a home in Northeast Harbor. I met them at a
museum where I was a docent for the summer in Ellsworth and we talked with the fellow who
ran the museum. She thought I was a good kid and I was bright and I wanted to get out of
Ellsworth. And they invited me for tea to talk with them and they showed me pictures of places
they traveled and talk to me about New York City and getting out. And they gave me a belief
that it was possible, that I really could do that. I didn't realize it at the time just how famous she
was, I thought they were just a couple of nice ladies. She's the first woman to be inducted into
the mention of honor in France for her writings- Hadrian's Walk, Memoirs of Hadrian
G: How old were you when you first met her?
C: 17.

G: Is there a piece that she's written that you really love or are passionate about?
C: No, I haven't read a whole book of hers all the way through. She was just an influence on me
because of meaning, because of her personality, because of how much there was out there and I
could get out there if I wanted to.
J: Wow. So meeting her inspired you to feel like you could go play music or.. ?
C: Yeah, and to plan on getting of Ellsworth. Once I graduated, I’m gone. Yeah. I think even if I
hadn’t gone to college, I would have left, I would have come to Portland, maybe gone to Boston.
Yeah. It was time to get away.
G: How exactly did you meet her the first time?
C: She and Grace came to Bernsaken(?Unclear) Museum, where I was working for the summer
and I gave them a tour through the house and we went through different paths on the grounds.
G: So that sparked the friendship.
C: It was happenstance.
G: And what about Russell Nype?
C: Well I met Russell through Kathy Nelson Price, who was a writer for the Portland papers for
a while. He was looking for someone to play for him when he was here in Maine. He had a house
in Florida, and Kennebunkport. He was looking for a pianist and Kathy said, “oh you must get in
touch with Charles.” So he called and I went out and played for him and we decided that we
would get along famously. And every summer, I would look forward to the first call saying that
he was here. Very hale and hearty he is still at 97. He didn't do much singing this year, but at the
beginning of the season, he sang for a bit. When you're 97, it's exhausting to sing for a long time.
So he’s decided he sings best when he’s on the porch having his glass of wine at 5:00. It’s okay
yeah. But his stories of New York and his life were always funny. His anecdotes about the stars
that he worked with were great fun and his zest for life. Um, he lost his wife a couple years ago,
but he’s still going strong. He doesn’t mind saying shit if it’s called for. I always love it when
older people say bad words, it really makes me laugh. especially the f bomb. That’s my favorite
to hear an older person say.
G: So he seems like a guy that really speaks his mind.
C: Yes. I said I’m looking forward to being that old and saying what's on my mind. I’d like to
start now, but you don't wanna alienate people too soon.
J: How many times did you perform with him, do you remember?
C: Oh we rehearsed. I was down there once a week from June to September, mid September. We
only actually performed in public once, that was at the River Claw. When he was only 92.
J: What was he rehearsing for? Were you performing a specific song or...
C: Well his favorite song, which is from Call Me Madam, You're Not Sick, You’re Just In Love,
that he had done with Ethel Merman on Broadway. He worked with Ethel Merman, Elain
Stretch, Diane Carol, Donna Michi. I cant- he was just downhill boy from Illinois, I can’t
remember the name of the town right now, but yeah. It was all fun for him ,which is great. He
was never- he never liked cut throat agents or people that didn’t operate on the up and up. He

was there. “I’m here for the work, it’s fun. If it’s not fun,I’m not gonna do it” and he had a long
very wonderful life with a lot of great experiences, lot of great friendships.
G: So he just did exactly what he wanted to basically.
J: Okay, so you mentioned that you wanted to talk about HIVS and the AIDS epidemic. Can you
tell us where you were living during that time?
C: Oh, close to Portland. Then I moved to San Diego for grad school.
J: What year was that?
C: 1988. and then I came back here. Well, I lived in Boston before I was diagnosed and then
came back here.
J: Okay so you were in Portland, then San Diego, then Boston, then Portland again, am I getting
that right?
C:  No, Boston then Portland.. Portland Boston San  Diego Portland. Yeah, it’s very confusing.
I’ve lived in Vermont, lived in Boston, spent almost a year in England and Portland, San Diego,
Portland.
J: Can you tell us a little bit what that experience was like for you?
C: At that time, 1988, feeling very much alone at that point. Not sure who to talk to, not sure if I
really needed anybody or.. I didn't want people hovering. People would ask "Do you have aids?"
"No!" Although I had AIDS diagnosed and I was living with it, I considered myself living with
HIV. So that’s the beginning. And people had a tendency to hover if you said yes. They’d say,
‘what can we do for you?” I never felt any rejection. I met someone in a bar. That was the first
thing I said before I left, by the way- that was the 20th century kind of talk and you were always
okay with everybody, you were always safe. Well obviously, I wasn’t always safe, but at that
point going forward, I was. I never felt in danger. Although one Pride Parade, we were walking
down- this is not HIV related- but we were walking down the street and I heard somebody on the
sidewalk say" I wish I had my gun, it would be just like shooting fish in a barrel."I thought
"Wow. We still have a long way to go."
J: Do you remember what year that was?
C: Maybe 98,99? We're not there yet. But I had a very good support system and a wonderful
nurse practitioner. And there was a good support system in Portland, if you were tuned in and
adherent, it was - for me anyway- it was relatively easy to get through. The stuff that came after
that healthwise has been another story, but that's been for all the years that’s- 29 years positive
this December- and I think some of that has been me just not paying attention to it, just taking
my meds when I’m supposed to and otherwise just living my life. Going to grad school after I
was diagnosed... I’m sure a lot of people thought that was really nuts. You know- why go to grad
school? At this point, you should be just enjoying your life and doing nothing. No.. I’m here and
I’m gonna keep going. So there was a decade of grad school. My 40’s I did that. 50’s went to
New York and got ordained. And now I’m 66 and I still haven’t figured out what I’m doing in
this decade for self-improvement, but I’m sure it will suddenly pop any day now.
J: So you were living in San Diego in the 90s, is that right?

C: Yes.
J: What was that like?
C: It was still a small big town at that point. Now it’s metropolitan, expensive, crowded, you
know, rents are impossible to find. But again, I had good friends there from school who were
very supportive, wonderful faculty did good work. Again I got myself to a keyboard cuz I’m not
a dancer. I was on stage a couple times out there and I was like “ooh I don’t think so.. too
nerve-wracking to try to remember the steps.”
J: So were you involved in any AIDS activism in Portland or San Diego?
C: I wrote a column for the Peabody newsletter for 3 years.
J: What was the column about?
C: Oh, my thoughts on what was going on the world in terms of AIDS and peoples reaction to it.
It’s fall get your sweaters, out take your meds, eat an apple pie. Be good to yourself. Get some
support. Get out there and stay involved in your care.
J: And what was the community response to your newsletter, do you remember?
C: Oh couple people said that was the first thing they read when they opened the newsletter. So I
was very flattered. and I just wrote a column last month, they’re starting the newsletter again so I
sat down and put thoughts to paper.
G: That’s great
C: And the word that this column is gonna be about is the word complacency. We're just much
too complacent. People are still getting infected, people are still dying. So we're not done.
There's still so much to do as a human race.
J: So other than music and writing your newsletter, was there anything else that helped you cope
during this time after you got your diagnosis?
C: Music. Getting back into the theater when I was ready to get back to work was great. Staying
connected with people. I did a lot public speaking. I talked at UNE a couple times. I talked at
Central Maine Medical Center 2 3 times with other people, talked at Diversity Day at Sanford
High. And that was..., especially UNE..., I stressed touch. Don’t be afraid to touch your positive
patients, touch is important. Laughter, a smile and touch goes a long way. That's the bedside
manner you need for dealing with people with HIV.
yeah.
J: Do you feel like you got that sort of connection?
C: Yes. I think i initiated it because I hate to go through a day without making somebody laugh.
So that was the first thing. Get a laugh from the audience. When I told my church in Kennebunk
that I was positive, I did a sermon called the Second Coming Out. And I started off with a laugh.
I turned around and looked at them and said "Does this robe make my butt look big?" and, of
course, everybody laughs and from then on they were listening to me as a person, not the robe in
the front of the church.
J: Do you remember who the first person you talked to when you were first diagnosed? The first
person you told?

C: Who was the first person..Well my partner at the time, although he wasn't positive and still
isn’t as far as I know. He was very supportive, we were just about at the point- he said the point
of breaking up- we'll stay here as long as you need, we'll sell the house,  and go to college in San
Diego and get all of the things and I'll give you what support I can. And my brother was the first
family member I told. And he said "now what do you do" and I said" Well, take the drugs they
give me and stay healthy."And then I told my friend, the singer that I worked with at Ridgeway.
She was very supportive, she said “don't get a cold!” In those days, any little disease, anything
you got, could trigger something a lot more serious.
G: It sounds like you had a really strong emotional support group after your diagnosis. Was this
a surprise to you? When you first heard the news, did you think you would have a strong support
group?
C: Once I adjusted to the diagnosis myself, I said “okay, this is what I’m gonna have to live with
probably the rest of my life” and I’m still thinking that. I don’t think we’ll have a cure in my
lifetime. But yeah, that it’s gonna be hard telling people, but I was sure enough of the people I
told that I didn’t feel like I would be turned away. A lot of people- a friend from high school was
shunned by his family. When he died, one of our other classmates paid for his funeral and took
him through his end of life process and I thought, “That is really sad, that your family can’t see
beyond an illness that you're still the same person.” So my family knows down to the great
nephews and nieces. And I'm sure the older ones have an inkling of what's going on, but we
haven’t had an actual discussion about it. And the nephew that I'm closest to just said “Oh, that's
a bummer.” I said “yeah.” And one of the women at the Diversity at Sanford High School said
“yeah, that must really suck.” And I was like, “well yeah. Some days it does.”
G: So what is your experience being a gay man now as opposed to the 80s and 90s?
C: Being positive or just being gay for that much time?
G: Right, so like now- the community response versus how you got treated back then?
C: Well again, because I put myself in safe communities, I didn't worry that much. I was only
denied housing- getting an apartment I think- one time because I was gay. And I had a washing
machine. And the woman didn't think that was right, that a single man would have a washing
machine. This was 1973, it was awhile ago.
G: I don't understand, why would it be weird to have a washing machine?
C: Because obviously I was a single man with a washing machine. I'm much too concerned
about my clothes to be straight.
G: Alright, that's interesting.
C: But I don't know if you've been following the articles, but there was a whole series of articles
about Jake Sawyer recently in one of the free papers. And I had an apartment with him for a
while. He was an ex- Hell's Angel, a real tough ass. But sweet guy. I never felt as safe as I did
when I was living in his building because nobody messed with Jake Sawyer. It felt great. I went
down and jokingly said “Jake? can we fuck for the rent?” And I started laughing and he started
laughing and he said “I don't think my running partner would like that” and she was sitting at the

other end of the couch  and she shook her head no. But it was fun to be able to laugh with people
like that. Most of my other landladies and landlords have been knowing, not necessarily about
the positive part, but about being gay and it hasn't been a problem.
J: Have you seen any change in the gay community in Portland over the years?
C: Oh gosh. An attitude the- in the 70s, there was a gay ghetto, which we don't have anymore
we’ve sort of- I hate to use the word assimilated- but we've become so accepted that gay couples
are moving into the suburbs and buying split levels, adopting children.
J: Where was the gay ghetto in Portland?
C: Oh, Park Street. Before I got gentrified. We were the reason it got gentrified because rents
were very cheap and if you were a gay man in Portland, you wanted to live on Park Street.
J:Which is close to Blackstones?
C: Blackstones wasn't there.
J: It wasn't there then, you're right.
C: This was the early seventies, it wasn't there.
G: Wait, Park Street, Deering Oaks?
J: Park Street is on Congress, right?
C: Yes, by the Lafayette.
G: Oh, okay.
C: It runs down to Danforth. The townhouses hadn’t been fixed up, they were cheap, they were
in bad shape and gay men started moving in, and all of a sudden, it was nice. And prices went up
and then straight people started moving in. The front steps at the Greek Orthodox Church were
pick-up spots. People would sit on the steps and people would drive by slowly, park and come
over and talk. I didn't do that but that's what people did. I just hung out in the bars.
J: Do you remember what year it was when straight people started moving in and it started
changing?
C: I'd say 71 or 72. There was a little uptick in the care, the buildings were getting flower boxes,
and the steps had been repaired and front doors are painted.
right and then people started wanting to live there.
C: Yeah, see look this is a neato building- I want to live here.
G: So looking forward- what are some goals, if any, that you have for the future?
C: Goals for my future... well my partner and I just bought a house so I’m looking forward to see
the changes it will go through that as we plant things and move things around. Personally, in
terms of growth, I’m not sure. I keep thinking, “I should get another degree.” But then my
partner says “Why?” I say “It’ll look good on my resume.” He says “You don't need your resume
anymore... you’re retiring, remember?” I said “oh yeah..” But I can’t imagine ever not working.
So I guess my goal would be to stay in the best shape possible and keep working as long as I can.
As long as I can still crawl up in the bench and not fall over while im playing the hymns, I
probably will have a job.
J: If you were gonna get another degree, what would it be in?

C: Oh golly, I think probably psychology because I think- again,  part of the reason I became a
minister is because I knew I was touching people with music, but I wanted to make a deeper
connection. And I did my own services here at First Parish in Portland for a year -when I was on
the ministry team here. And I like that. I think some sort of therapy work would be right up my
alley, so to speak. But of course you have to have MSW or  at least an LCPC to do that.
J: So you see yourself staying involved in the church for a long time?
C: Oh yeah. Now that I’m not getting up every Sunday and going to church, I think, what do
people do on Sunday morning? Oh yeah.
G: Brunch
C: They go to brunch and read the paper. Oh right I’ve forgotten about that. See I’m having a
hard time adjusting because I’ve been doing it for over 50 years. So Sunday morning getting up
and going to church is ingrained, it’s in my genes.
J: Do you plan to start brunching?
C: I don’t do a lot of brunching, now that I’m not working, we’ve just bought the house. But it’s
not finished for us to move in yet, so were staying someplace else. So we’re in transition so I
don’t have my stuff around me, so I’m sorted guarded and taking care of the dog.
G: In limbo.
C: And having a mimosa a home is- We go out during the week a lot, not a whole lot. Every
week, we go out for dinner at least once. But I don’t think we’re really brunch kind of people.
J: Okay and is there in any kind of activism that you're involved in now? In the gay community
or just in general?
C: I’m starting to write again. Up until last year, I did the AIDS walk every year. I did the
opening ceremony for the Quilt in Ogunquit for 3 or 4 years. It’s great... but, outside of being at
candlelight vigils, I haven’t been in the forefront, I haven’t been out pushing. When there was a
presentation at the library about the history of the activism in Maine and it was nice to see people
that I'd been roommates with, or that I knew social circles, that I partied with. Yeah these were
the guys that were out there doing it and I just sort of felt like I was keeping all fires burning.sort of steady all the way through, but not really pushing to make things happen.
J: Is there anyone in particular that you remember doing activism in Portland?
C: Oh I've got a blank on Peter’s last name. Stan and Peter.
J: What was he doing?
C: Peter was a writer and had an ongoing- hard to describe- an editorial sort of relationship with
the owner of the paper in New Hampshire, who was very very very right wing. Peter would write
reactions to his editorials and they were sparring partners for a while. And Stan was a very
outspoken activist involved in the Wildstein club. I remember going to that the first year. And
Susan and Wendy, two lovely lesbians. To be honest, I was partially raised by lesbians. In the
time I spent with them, I learned a lot about feminism. The other side of the coin that I hadn't
really thought about.
J: So you went to the Wildstein club- or you were a member of it?

C: I went to the first weekend they had.
J: What was that experience like for you?
C: Well, I stayed in Ellsworth with a couple friends of mine from the area and my mother
wanted to know why we were going to the University, what we were doing and at that point, I
just wasn't ready to be out with my mother. I think she knew, I think my parents knew, but it was
nothing that we discussed. And we said “well there's some films being shot up at the University
which there were and gathering and just (unclear).
J: What year was that?
C: 1977, 978.
G: This is switching gears a little bit, but you mentioned that you lived in England for a year?
C: I lived in London.
G: Why did you choose England and where?
C: Because I fell in love with an exchange student  so I was an exchange student back.  I went
over and worked for a Reader's Digest in the summer and then did student teaching in London in
the fall.
J: What was that like, so you were with someone while you were there?
C: Yes.
J: And were you two living in an apartment?
C: Yes, we had an apartment with two other students. It was old-fashioned. You had to go put
your 5p in the meter if you wanted gas. Yes, if you wanted a shower, you had to be sure filled up
the gas meter before you went in or you ran down the hall naked screaming that you needed hot
water. The people upstairs had to go through the middle of our apartment to get to theirs, but we
were lucky, we had a bathroom. They had their bathtub in the middle of their kitchen. Yes, very
kinky building.
G: What are some things that you miss about London?
C: Public transport. You can get anywhere on bus or the tube. If you put me on a city street and
you said, “let's go to the VNA”, I wouldn't have a clue how to get there. But get me down in the
underground and I'm fine.
J: Was there a gay community in London?
C: I was a member of WAGS-  The Wimbledon Area Gay Society. They were friends with- my
good boyfriends had been instrumental in forming that group. So that was my Tuesday night out.
Sometimes we would have outings, we would go out for a womble in the park and end up in one
of the pubs around the edge the park.
J: So you just sort of hung out together and spent time together..
C: Yeah it was more of a social group rather than an activist group.
G: So this exchange student- your lover? How did you guys meet?
C: I don't remember if we ended up doing a show together... he was a Theater and Education
major and I was in Music and an undeclared Theater minor, did a lot of shows up there. I don't
remember how we got together, it's just one of those things that sort of happened and then he

moved off-campus and in with me up on Munjoy Hill. And then we said “Okay. We've got to
keep this going, let's work on it.” So we had four months apart and- while I was getting
paperwork from the University to be an exchange student over there and getting all the papers
that I needed from the government. I went over in May.
 G: Has anything come up an interview that you want to mention now?
 C: I have to say I miss having a gay ghetto and a center where people are... I spent a month in
Transylvania a few years ago and it was nice going to a whole village where everybody was
Unitarian and it was the same way going to Park Street and Rollins. You knew everybody there
pretty much felt the same way you did. And now even with all of our freedoms and the
acceptance, I sort of miss that something that makes us special, for me as a gay man. The gifts
that gay men have if they're aware. They don't get tested, don't get used as much as they could.
There's a group down in Massachusetts in Provincetown now that’s focusing on gay man’s
energy and our roles as Peacemakers, Gatekeepers and Historians. Things that we’re good at and
we should be doing more of. But there is a level that we're not included at. The glass ceiling.
Feminists complain that you can just get so high in the corporate world and then you hit the glass
ceiling. It's the same thing for a gay man often. Not all the time, but often.
G: That makes sense.
J: So do you feel that the community is more to dispersed now, too? Now the people aren’t
living in the same area?
C: Well I think it's good, because people- your average John and Jane- are getting to know gay
neighbors. So it takes the fear out of “the gay agenda.” You know, if they're coming over to
borrow gas to mow the lawn because they ran out or sugar cuz they're in the middle of a recipe
and they didn't get sugar before they started cooking, it gives some sense of equality around to
us. And we don't need validation, but I think it's sort of given to us whether we want it or not.
We are a part of society, a valued part of society.
J: Can you tell us one or two things that it's important for younger gay people to know either
about being gay or about the older gay generations?
C: Learn your history. Find out. Don't just put quotes around the struggle, but find out what it
was about. We're telling people about the Rollins experience, about the light coming on and
everybody having to sit down. That's just incomprehensible to people. Because everybody goes
everywhere the Underground... What did it morph into..Styyxx! Everybody went there, it didn't
matter.  I mean, it it was a originally a gay club and it was still gay-centered, but everybody went
there.  But young people don't know how it got to that point, they don’t. I had a partner who said
“They don't need to know the history, they need to know where they are now.” I said, “No, they
need to know what it was like and see how far we've come and then you can judge how far you
want to go beyond that, what your own part of that is going to be and what your own struggle is
going to be.”
J: Is there anything else that you want to share?

C: I guess I've always known I was gay, but didn't come to a full acceptance until freshman year
of college.
J: At USM?
C: Yes.
J: Do you want to tell us about that?
C: I just looked at myself in the mirror one day and said “you know, you've been seeing Gail for
almost a year now, but it's just not happening for you. You're gay man.” And then after that it
was easier.
J: How did it feel when you first came out to yourself?
C: It was very freeing. Okay yeah, I don't have to pretend that I don't feel that way that I do.
J: Do you remember who the first person you told was?
C: Well people knew because I slept with them, because I actually told them. I guess my brother
and his wife- the brother that I first told I was officially positive.  I think he was the first
official…
J: And what was his reaction like?
C: “We knew.” As is often the case, you're the last person to admit it to yourself and everybody
else knows.
G: When you told your parents, were they generally accepting?
C: Didn't tell my parents. It was the pink elephant in the room. I wasn't bringing home girls,
didn't talk about girls, never went on a dates, wasn't thinking about marriage.
G: Do you think they suspected?
C: I'm sure my mother knew. She made the comment “he doesn't bring any girlfriends home, he
just brings his guy friends home, but they're all very nice.” And if I started living with somebody
my mother's only question was “are they paying their half of the rent?” “Yes Mom it's okay.”
J: That's an important question.
G: If you could go back and give you a college self a piece of advice from where you are now,
what would it be?
 C: Well. Give yourself permission to do it. 3 lessons I've learned are don't sell yourself short,
give yourself permission and don't act your age. For aging well- never pass up the chance for
drink, to make love or go to the bathroom. If you can do those, everything else is a piece of cake.
That's good advice. Actually, this is probably good at any age.
G: Definitely. Okay, well..
C: Because I've always played it safe  by putting myself in situations where I felt safe, to be who
I was. I never gave myself permission to go beyond that, to try things, to explore, to go to New
York for a tryout, go to Boston.  I was late with experiences. I went to Boston after I graduated,
went to California for grad school. Everyone else went in 74 when they finished college. I didn't
go til the late 80s. When the water was safe, I would jump in.
G: So it almost sounds like you're saying you've spent your whole life feeling safe because you
made it that way.

C: Yeah.
G: Well thank you so much for your time. We're going to send you electronic copies of
everything. So the audio interview, as well as the transcribed version.
C: I hope that picked my voice up. I felt scratchy.
J: It should be fine yeah. Alright, we are going to turn it off.

